
Problem: Work zones exacerbate growing 
highway congestion and safety concerns 

With the National Highway System essentially 
complete, and many roads surpassing their useful 
design life, the focus of roadwork has shifted from 
new construction to rehabilitating and improving 
existing facilities. The share of capital funds used for 
system preservation rose from 47.6 percent in 1997 
to 52.0 percent in 2000. As a result of this trend, 
transportation agencies must perform a greater 
number of projects on roads carrying traffic. 

As vehicle travel continues to increase significantly 
faster than roadway miles, work zones exacerbate 
the growing congestion problem. Between 1980 
and 2000, roadway lane miles increased 3.8 
percent, while vehicle miles of travel grew 
80 percent. From 1982 to 1999, “rush hour” 
increased from 2-3 hours to 5-6 hours a day. The 
time window for working on roadways without 
severely affecting traffic is getting smaller. 

Putting It in Perspective 

l Work zones account for nearly 24 percent 
of non-recurring congestion, or 482 million 
vehicle-hours of delay. 

l In 2002, work zone fatalities reached a 
high of 1,181. 

l More than 40,000 people are injured in 
work zone-related crashes each year. 

Solution: Intelligent Transportation Systems 
(ITS) technologies improve traffic flow and 
increase safety in work zones 

ITS technologies increasingly are being used to 
anticipate and mitigate congestion caused by highway 
work zones. These technologies provide ways to 
better monitor and manage traffic flow through work 
zones and increase safety for both workers and road 
users. By easing congestion and improving traffic 
flow, ITS technologies can reduce construction time 
and costs. ITS technologies also improve incident 
detection, response, and clearance in work zones; this 
is particularly important because traffic capacity often 
is reduced in work zones, and incidents in these areas 
cause even greater congestion and increase the 
potential for secondary crashes. 

What are some examples of ITS technologies 
used in work zones? 
ITS technologies are used in a variety of 
applications. For example, dynamic lane merge 
systems facilitate efficient and safe traffic merging 
as vehicles approach work zone lane closures. 
Speed advisory systems detect and display the 
speed of approaching vehicles to encourage drivers 
to slow down. Variable speed limit (VSL) systems 
detect occupancy, speed, and weather; the data are 
analyzed by a virtual traffic management center or 
field unit that uses the information to establish and 
display a condition-responsive speed limit on signs 
based on preprogrammed criteria. The data also 
helps provide real-time information to motorists 
through changeable message signs, Web sites, and 
traveler advisory radio alerts. 
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